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*  A rou n d T h e Ta b l e
S A L U T É

Patience 
pays o� 
A vertical wine tasting compares diff erent 
vintages (harvest years) from the same 
winery and grape varietal. It’s also a fun 
way to learn what you like and what you 
don’t when it comes to wines.

STORY: MARY ANN DESANTIS, WSET 

Organizing an affordable wine vertical 
tasting takes a lot of patience and 
sleuthing. If you collect wines, you 

know how hard it is to keep from popping a 
cork on a highly-rated wine as soon as you 
buy it. After all, you are anxious to see if your 
money was well spent. Patience, however, 
can pay off when you hold a bottle of wine 
for several years and then open it as part of a 
vertical tasting. 

A year or two can result in distinctive 
differences in a wine’s aging process, 
especially if a particular year was challenging 
for grape growers. Although winemakers 
strive for consistency in their products, it is 
not always possible. You may enjoy a 2013 
Cabernet, but the 2011 vintage from the 
same winery may be too weak and thin for 
your palate.

In recent weeks, I’ve participated in 
two vertical tastings. The fi rst—which I 
organized—compared Napa Valley Cabernet 
Sauvignons from Robert Mondavi Winery. 
The second one at a friend’s house compared 
Alexander Valley Cabernets from Hafner 
Vineyard in Sonoma County. Interestingly, 
most vintage years were rated higher in Napa 
than Sonoma although only a mountain range 
separates the two counties. 

It was also enlightening to look at the 
similarities and differences in wines from 

*
You may enjoy a 2013 Cabernet, 

but the 2011 vintage from the 
same winery may be too weak 

and thin for your palate.

Napa Valley and from Alexander Valley. In 
the 2010 vintages, both the Hafner and the 
Mondavi had dark chocolate aromas and 
soft fi nishes. Whereas the 2010 Mondavi 
is a “drink now” wine, the 2010 Hafner 
is considered relatively young and could 
certainly be held for several more years. 

Having consecutive years is the preferred 
way to set up a vertical tasting, but it is not 
always possible so don’t let a missing vintage 
stop you. For example, I could not fi nd 
the 2011 vintage of the Mondavi Cabernet 
Sauvignon no matter how much sleuthing I 
did. After reading that heavy rainfalls in 2011 
created a 20 percent reduction in Mondavi’s 
yields, I knew buying the 2011 vintage would 
be nearly impossible. However, I found the 
distinctive differences between the 2007 and 
2009 vintages were even more pronounced as 
I tasted those wines side by side.

When planning a vertical tasting, keep 
in mind that most wines are made to be 

Vertical 
Tasting Tips

1 Select varietals 
with high tannins, 
such as Cabernet 
Sauvignons and 
Malbecs. 

2 Buy at least four 
vintages.

3 Taste from 
youngest to oldest 
to evaluate how 
the wines have 
aged.

4 Swirl the first sip in 
your mouth; wait 
30 seconds before 
your second sip 
and then evaluate.

5 Wait at least a 
minute or more 
before tasting the 
next vintage.

6 Go through the 
process without 
food; then try each 
vintage with a mild 
cheese or bread.

7 Keep notes about 
the vintages, 
particularly the 
ones you like.

The Grape: Cabernet Sauvignon
Widely planted around the world, Cabernet 
Sauvignon grapes produce wines with 
deep purple colors and lots of tannins and 
acidity. The intense aromas (nose) are 
often associated with black fruits such as 
dark cherries and currants.

Pairing Suggestion: Lamb 
Je�  Mosher, the winery chef at Robert 
Mondavi Winery, suggests braised lamb 
shoulder with olive jus to pair with 
Cabernet Sauvignon. Just in time for 
Easter, his slow-cooked recipe is the 
perfect complement to a full-bodied 
wine. See the Lake & Sumter Style 
website for the complete recipe.
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consumed soon after their release, especially 
inexpensive wines. Red varietals such 
as Cabernet Sauvignon and Malbec have 
commanding tannins and can age longer than, 
for example, most Merlots. Tannins, which 
come from the grape’s skins and seeds, add to 
a wine’s greatness or can be its downfall. Too 
much makes a wine harsh; too little and the 
wine will be light and not a good candidate 
for cellaring for years. Aging a good wine 
often brings the tannins into perfect balance 
with the alcohol and acidity—other important 
elements in wine.

Both Mondavi and Hafner wines are known 
for their complexity and balance. The wines 
we tasted were comparable in price, ranging 
between $20 and $35 each. Wines from Robert 
Mondavi Winery, which celebrated its 50th 
anniversary last July, are readily available in 
our local market. On the other hand, wines 
from Hafner Vineyard, which will celebrate 
50 years in 2017, are sold exclusively through 
Hafner’s wine club. 

What was my favorite wine? I’m not sure I 
could pick just one, nor should I. A vertical 
tasting is more about learning which years 
may have resulted in better wines. For 
instance, 2013 was considered an “epic” 
year for Napa Valley and that was certainly 
refl ected in the Mondavi Cabernet. However, 
a wine produced in a year when the weather 
was less than perfect can still be outstanding, 
such as the 2008 Hafner Vineyard Cab. That 
year, frost lowered yields in Sonoma but not 
the quality of wines. 

So, with all this in mind, download a 
vintage chart and clear a space in your coolest 
closet where you can put away some of your 
favorite wines for your own vertical tasting. 
And if patience is not your virtue, then ask 
your local wine retailer to help you fi nd 
older vintages. 


